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The use of action learning sets in developing a multiple lens 
view model with a charity’s leadership team. An account of 
practice
Sarah Trusslera, Sue Shippena and Paul McCayb

aEducation, York St. John University, York, UK; bWilf Ward Family Trust, Pickering, UK

ABSTRACT  
This paper outlines the outcomes from three rounds of action 
learning sets with a charity that supports vulnerable adults and 
those with learning disabilities in supported living and residential 
care. The action learning sets focused on safeguarding cases and 
how they had been managed by 11 leaders at various levels of 
the charity (the team). The findings demonstrate that using a 
reflective process and the ‘fishbowl’ model of action learning sets 
in this context is effective in evaluating the actions taken by the 
team in the safeguarding case, but also the awareness of the 
perspectives – or lenses – the team had used when reflecting on 
the roles of the various stakeholders included. We outline the 
development and application of the Multiple Lens View Model 
(Table 1) which was designed during the research and which 
helps to analyse the perspectives the participants were taking 
when focusing on the issues in each case. We conclude with an 
exploration of how this charity can more critically engage in 
debate around assumptions made in safeguarding incidents. We 
discuss how The Multiple Lens View Model can be developed 
further as a conceptual framework for this charity and for critical 
action learning in other institutions.
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Introduction

Purpose – a systemic change in the handling of safeguarding by charity leaders 
– from reactive to preventative

The Wilf Ward Family Trust offers support for adults with learning and physical disabilities 
and their families. They offer a range of short term and long term placements offering 
respite, day facilities and permanent living opportunities (www.wilfward.org.uk). The 
CEO of the charity contacted the university to request support with the leadership of safe-
guarding practice within the charity; focusing on the reduction of safeguarding incidents 
and improving the management of safeguarding cases. Two academics with extensive 
experience of safeguarding leadership took the opportunity to meet with him and 
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agree the process by which the safeguarding practice could be examined. The academics 
and CEO agreed on the use of Action Learning Sets (ALS) because this would involve the 
leaders in examining their practice in a supportive, but challenging, process. The CEO 
chose eleven leaders from different areas of the charity to take part in the process includ-
ing himself; directors of the charity; service heads as well as regional and local leaders of 
the residential centres – these leaders are identified in this paper as ‘the team’. In each ALS 
session one of the team members (identified as P1, P2 or P3) presented a safeguarding 
case study from their workplace to act as the focus of the ALS. One of the academics 
took on the role of facilitating the action learning sets. This included managing the itera-
tive process as issues and safeguarding strategies emerged and steering the leaders 
towards an optimum model of ALS, so that they could take the approach forward with 
their own staff teams back in their workplace. The other academic had a research role 
to analyse the safeguarding discourse and evaluate the impact of action learning on 
the team and the emergence of critical action learning.

Safeguarding adults in supported living and residential services focuses on ensuring 
physical and mental wellbeing; supporting the clients in their personal development 
and creating a safe and supportive environment; ensuring clients do not experience 
abuse. Key related legislation includes the Mental Capacity Act 2005 and the Care Act 
2014. The principles of the Mental Capacity Act include the requirement for all efforts 
to be made to ensure those who can make their own decisions do so. The Care Act 
2014 focuses on safeguarding adults and enabling them to act with an appropriate 
level of autonomy within their capacity. The action learning sets were designed to 
explore how leaders negotiated these expectations in their handling of safeguarding 

Table 1. The multiple lens view model.
Lens Perspectives Assumptions

Primary lens used by managers and leaders of Wilf ward
Regulatory Decision-making is in line with regulations, and 

they are the main factor used in decision- 
making.

Regulatory powers and rules understand the 
human environment you work in.

Multiple lenses that were introduced during the ALS discussions
Virtue Decision-making is in line with the leaders’ 

(managers’) views.
The person in power’s opinion is elevated 

because of their position in the organisation or 
because of their virtuous reputation.

Cultural Responding in a fashion expected by the 
charity’s policy, procedure or common 
practice.

The assumptions being made are due to the 
prevailing culture of an individual setting or the 
charity as a whole

Matriarchal Like virtue, however, the view of the mother 
figure in the setting is sought out before 
decisions are made.

That the motherly figure is knowledgeable.

Charity model of 
disability

That decisions are made on a person’s disability 
and not their ability

That people with a disability cannot or should not 
influence decisions around them. (We know 
best)

Care Decisions are made that foreground care as the 
influencing factor.

This perspective forgives not considering other 
perspectives such as empowering the young 
person.

Patriarchal/ 
brotherhood

Decisions that are seen as manly, or ones that 
only lads understand, are made using 
maleness as an influencing factor.

The concern is that the male bonding between 
workers and young people alters the way we 
look at a situation.

Age-related Decisions are made from an age point of view. The concern here is that age is used to 
marginalise the other party.

Power Decisions are made by the person or agency 
that holds the power/or is seen to by the 
participants in the safeguarding incident

The concern being that voices and ideas are 
silenced – thus the idea of creating a space 
within the ALS of ‘talking to power’.
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incidents and how far being regulated by legislation informed their decision-making. The 
team were told that the value of ALS as an approach was that this type of discussion could 
be effectively implemented in leadership development of safeguarding initially, but then 
could be utilised more generally in leadership development of other issues and more 
widely with their own teams across the charity.

This paper explores the first three rounds of action learning sets using safeguarding 
cases experienced within the charity as a focus. There were no pre-conceived plans for 
how the action learning sets would progress and the facilitator worked with the CEO 
to ensure that the development of the ALS practice continued to meet the charity’s 
needs. The researcher met with each presenter after their case was addressed in the 
ALS to discover how they had used the suggestions offered by the rest of the team 
during their presentation and whether they had used the approach with their teams 
and any ways in which the ALS process could be enhanced.

Method

Process – the fishbowl technique

Action learning was developed by Revans (1982) for work colleagues to address oper-
ational issues together. Managers in Revans’ study reflected on their position and how 
they felt about the decisions they had made (Revans 1982). This correlates well with 
our team as the presenter (P1, P2, P3) of each case was asked to reflect on their hand-
ling of the case, but also feedback at the next ALS how they had responded to the 
suggestions from the others in the team. The CEO and facilitator recognised that 
there needed to be a ‘degree of comfort and openness with which the “unspeakable” 
is discussed’ (Clifton and Gentle 2015, 68) which was achieved through what Miller and 
Benz (2008) described as a ‘fishbowl’ approach. In the fishbowl approach the presenter 
was considered to be the one on the inside by being the focus of attention; the others 
in the team were the ‘out’ group, viewing the case dispassionately and objectively. The 
fishbowl approach was used for all three rounds of ALS which operated in three cycles 
– in the first cycle the presenter outlined the safeguarding case; in the second cycle 
the team asked questions for clarification which were answered by the presenter 
and, in the third cycle, the team proposed suggestions for how the presenter could 
approach a similar situation in the future – the presenter did not comment on the sug-
gestions at this point but in the beginning of the next ALS once they had time to 
reflect on them. It was recognised from the first ALS that the team was responding 
from particular perspectives. Therefore, in ALS 2 and 3 the fishbowl was enhanced 
by using a tool for examining the perspectives or lenses being used (Multiple Lens 
View Model, Table 1) in the three cycles of the ALS as explained later in the article.

Part of the role of the facilitator was to reflect on the level of challenge from the team in 
their questioning and suggestions which in the first ALS were described as too kind 
focussing on policy and regulations and a charity model of disability (see Table 1). 
However, the process was an iterative one which resulted in more challenging multiple 
view questioning as the rounds of ALS progressed. As ALS 2 and 3 occurred, further 
lenses emerged (see Table 1) which enabled the presenters (P2 and P3) to reflect on 
the assumptions they had made about the case they had chosen. The rest of the team 
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also started to use the Multiple Lens View Model to reflect on the incidents and their 
assumptions about the staff, clients and families in each situation. By using these 
lenses to reflect on the handling of the case the team’s leadership skills in addressing safe-
guarding issues could be developed. In addition, they could reflect on how to use ALS 
effectively in their own settings. The team demonstrated a strong sense of social 
justice, and a desire to give voice to their clients, to their teams and themselves in devel-
oping the confidence to challenge senior leadership (speaking truth to power) and 
develop practice across the charity. The facilitator was conscious that with the CEO, direc-
tors and regional managers in the team there may be some members who would be 
reluctant to challenge those with a more senior role than themselves. This was 
reflected back to the group, so after the first ALS session the challenge of addressing safe-
guarding issues without the usual acquiescence to the hierarchy of leadership within the 
organisation was encouraged, as it was recognised that greater examination of assump-
tions held by the whole charity was important to ongoing organisational and leadership 
development. This speaking truth to power was facilitated and commented on favourably 
by the team as the sessions continued. This would lead to deeper analysis of the assump-
tions being made about clients and leadership of safeguarding cases. As outlined in 
Coghlan and Rigg (2021) ‘Accounts of Practice offer a way of practical theorising in the 
sense of cogenerating actionable knowledge’ (251) from the beginning the team under-
stood that this was not just a temporal process, but ALS were being designed to make 
longer term, practical changes to policy and practice in safeguarding and then more 
broadly.

The academic in the role of researcher was evaluating the language being used during 
the sessions and interviewing the presenters after a few weeks to reflect on their experi-
ence of the ALS and what they had gathered from the questioning and suggestions. This 
offered another level of action learning where the team could consider their assumptions 
and the lenses they were using to view their roles. This was leading towards critical action 
learning which would impact on their practice more widely than safeguarding because 
they were analysing their practice as leaders, not just how they managed one particular 
incident. This also influenced the team’s use of the Multiple Lens View Model that they 
were adopting in the ALS.

Results

Impact

There were two key outcomes from the action learning sets: the development of the Mul-
tiple Lens View Model and awareness of key issues that were arising from the safeguard-
ing cases and how these would influence the team’s leadership more broadly. Each round 
of action learning sets (as seen in Diagrams D1–D3) became more challenging with the 
facilitator explaining the assumptions being made in the evaluation of each safeguarding 
case. These assumptions were the starting point for the Multiple Lens View Model which 
informed the questioning and suggestions in ALS 2 and 3. Participants also reflected on 
the emerging themes with the researcher and how these may be affecting their pro-
fessional understanding of key issues and how these impact on their practice and their 
clients. The themes were: 

4 S. TRUSSLER ET AL.



Diagram D1. Action Learning Set 1.

Diagram D2. Diagram D2. Action Learning Set 2.
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. how charity workers measured the capacity of clients and how this influenced safe-
guarding practice;

. meeting the needs of clients and empowering them within their capacity;

. the role of action learning sets in leadership development and in the improvement of 
quality of care across the charity;

. the perspectives or lenses being used and how this impacted on the team’s approach 
to clients’ safeguarding needs.

In the first round of action learning sets, the group was guided through the fishbowl 
process (see D1). Prior to the first meeting one of the leaders (P1) had agreed to present a 
case from her setting. The facilitator provided a brief outline of how the fishbowl 
approach worked at the beginning of the ALS and emphasised that each member of 

Diagram D3. Diagram D3. Action Learning Set 3.
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the group was equal in the process. This reiterated the fact that the CEO, line managers, 
regional leaders and setting leaders all had a voice and there was the potential to chal-
lenge current assumptions within the organisation. Action learning could provide the 
charity the opportunity to improve their practice in safeguarding, but also create an 
effective leadership team – across the leadership hierarchy – that was able to speak 
truth to power and be heard.

In this first ALS, P1 was not given a specific focus or way of presenting the safeguarding 
case, P1 chose what to say and included the decisions that had been made and why. The 
facilitator advised the group that they were not to interrupt the presentation of the case 
in order not to influence how it was being presented, but that they would be able to ask 
questions in the next part of the fishbowl technique. Once P1 had addressed the ques-
tions, the team would offer suggestions for potential improvements to practice in the 
case; but P1 would not respond to these. At the beginning of the next ALS P1 would 
inform the group what had been done as a result of the team’s suggestions and any analy-
sis they had made of their practice in the given case. They also described any actions that 
had been taken with their own team of care workers.

The first case focused on a young adult with learning disabilities who had joined a 
dating site and had been persuaded to send money. This was described as financial 
abuse by the presenter. However, what also emerged was the use of labels such as 
capacity, responsibility and consequences. The view here appeared to suggest that 
adults who had learning disabilities – even if they had been declared as having capacity 
– should be protected and not face the consequences of their actions. The presenter had 
described their role as we want our individuals to have an ordinary life (P1). However, if this 
client was not seeing the impact of their decision-making they were left with the oppor-
tunity to act in the same way again expecting, once more, for the pieces to be picked up 
by others if things went wrong. Two key themes emerged – firstly capacity and what that 
means in terms of clients also taking responsibility for their actions and secondly the 
power dynamic between the care workers and the clients. In a charity model of disability 
– within which this case had operated – the clients were being viewed with sympathy and 
the role of the leaders was to protect them. The challenge of the ALS was to reflect this 
back to P1 so that actions in the case presented could be evaluated but, maybe more 
importantly, to consider how P1 could lead more effectively in the future in areas 
broader than just safeguarding.

After the rounds of questions and suggestions P1 expressed the feeling that the ALS 
session challenged me to think about the incidents because, at the time, we felt that we 
did deal with them really, really well (P1). P1 noted that you do try to naturally defend 
what you’ve already done (P1). It was apparent from these statements that even though 
P1 was an experienced leader, there had been some complacency in the handling of safe-
guarding issues. When the researcher interviewed P1 after the ALS session, P1 reflected on 
the experience. In terms of the safeguarding case P1 recognised that we’ve made it all 
lovely and safe for him (the client). So, he has no repercussions. So, it doesn’t matter. He 
can continue to engage in unsafe practices (P1). This was at the root of the issue for this 
case – the client had engaged in unsafe usage of websites and had experienced 
financial loss as a result. However, on raising this with the care workers he had his 
money returned. It resulted in him having the impression that he hadn’t done anything 
wrong and he got a reward (by having the money returned) because he has a learning 
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disability (P1). This led to the first debate about what ‘capacity’ means in safeguarding 
cases and how far the charity workers viewed their role in holding clients to account if 
they were perceived to have capacity. As far as the ALS process was concerned P1 had 
taken on board the suggestions of the group and reflected on different ways to 
respond which was passed onto the staff in the setting.

It appeared at first that this round of action learning sets had met their objective of 
questioning leaders over their decision-making and leadership of their teams in safe-
guarding incidents. Although the CEO had acted as one of the team during the ALS, he 
did discuss the progress of the action learning sets with the facilitator and researcher 
to ensure that they were meeting the needs of the charity. Therefore, after each ALS, a 
discussion between the three was held. After ALS1 it was agreed that the session had 
not been sufficiently challenging, and this was raised with the group in the second 
round of ALS. The team had not been conscious of the preconceptions they were 
using in safeguarding and caring for those with disabilities. They also appeared wary of 
saying too much in front of the other leaders and the CEO. This was – according to 
one participant – because they were with their CEO and they had not experienced speak-
ing to power in this way previously. They were taking the risk that their current reputation 
as a leader might be judged negatively if they were open about the potential mismanage-
ment of the safeguarding cases or the questions that they asked. There was a politeness 
and reticence in front of each other that had influenced the questions and the sugges-
tions. For action learning sets to have the strongest impact there needed to be an exam-
ination of the power dynamics across the various relationships – the relationship between 
the team and the CEO; charity leaders and their care workers; care workers and the clients; 
staff and client families.

At the beginning of the second round of action learning sets (see D2), P1 reflected on 
the experience of the first ALS and how their team had responded. P1 stated that we con-
sidered his capacity again (P1) and the staff decided he did have capacity; however he was 
experiencing an unmet need in terms of relationships, which they may not have recog-
nised had they not returned to the case. Rather than doing to the client, the team 
adopted a doing with approach where they are educating him on safe practices regarding 
online communication and the consequences of not being safe. Even though the ALS had 
not been as challenging as was intended by the CEO and facilitator, the team of leaders 
had grown in confidence with the process. To enhance the second round of action learn-
ing sets, the facilitator spoke about how to ask more focused questions; how to address 
assumptions being made by the presenter and reflection on their role in leading safe-
guarding and the potential impact on the charity’s practice. This was the first insight 
into the Multiple Lens View Model (Table 1). The facilitator described the emerging con-
ceptual model as the different perspectives the group was using to view the clients and 
the situations related to the safeguarding cases they discussed. By reflecting the different 
lenses back to the team, the facilitator encouraged them to recognise their perspectives in 
their questioning and the suggestions they offered. To further support the development 
of the Model, the researcher presented the key themes and language that had arisen in 
the first ALS included capacity; consequences and that those working with clients were 
initially adopting a charity model of disability (Table 1), which potentially could result 
in clients being protected from developing an awareness of harmful situations. The rec-
ommendation to the team was that they needed to balance their care responsibilities 
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with encouraging vulnerable adults to enjoy autonomy and independence within their 
capacity or risk clients developing learned dependency, even if they have the capacity 
to make decisions for themselves. The team entered into the second round of ALS 
bearing in mind these reflections from the facilitator and researcher.

In the second round of action learning sets there were two main aims – to offer more 
challenge in the questioning and suggestion cycles of the ALS and to identify the perspec-
tives or lenses being used by the team that impacted on their actions at the time. In this 
ALS the case’s focus was on a care worker from P2’s staff team – who was also a new 
manager for the setting  – and the handling of the support plan of a client without 
capacity, with poor communication and profound learning needs. In this case, the 
dilemma was how far the care worker had deviated from the support plan and why it 
had been allowed. The care worker’s actions had potentially put themselves as well as 
the client in an unsafe situation. This occurred when the care worker took the individual 
out of the living facility one to one rather than following the client’s support plan that 
stated at least two staff were required. The care worker was ignoring the professional dis-
tance that needed to be maintained with clients and believed that their good, friendly 
relationship with them would be sufficient to keep the individual safe and no other 
carer would be needed. P2 highlighted that boundaries between the care worker and 
the client’s family had become blurred because the care worker had extended their 
casual relationship with the client to the client’s family. However, the family ended up 
expressing concern about their son’s care as they found out more information. P2 had 
to re-establish an appropriate relationship with the family and reviewed why the situation 
had occurred. This issue was a learning point for P2’s whole team in terms of following the 
guidelines, but what P2 picked up in terms of leadership development was that the 
charity needed to be vigilant with the induction of new managers. P2 reflected on the 
ALS process, saying that we’re improving manager induction and … making it even more 
robust and … [make sure] that we hold them [new managers] to account to carry that out 
(P2). P2 stated that the ALS suggestions had identified a closed culture within the 
service and needed to consider how to address this, sharing the learning across the charity.

When presenter 2 (P2) fed back in round three of the action learning sets the emerging 
themes were holding managers to account but also P2 reflected that because this is a 
caring profession, sometimes individuals will want to flex the rules to appear more 
caring or nurturing of the individual and it can lead to unsuitable situations. By the 
end of the second ALS the facilitator identified with the group a list of lenses that had 
emerged during their discussions. This focused, conceptual approach  – the Multiple 
Lens View Model (see Table 1)  – was designed to enable the participants to understand 
their perspectives, biases and assumptions about the issues being discussed.

These lenses were working hand in hand with the models of disability – medical, social, 
charity, functional – that the charity workers and leaders were working within. By the end 
of the third ALS the group would discuss whether viewing the case through a different 
lens would alter actions in the future.

In ALS round three (see Diagram D3), the facilitator guided the team towards con-
sciously reflecting on the different lenses that were being used. Two considerations 
were encouraged: firstly the team’s own individual lenses; but also the lenses being 
adopted by those included in the safeguarding case study – so the lenses used by care 
workers about clients and clients’ families. As well as their own perspectives, the team 
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was encouraged to ask questions and offer suggestions that may come from other lenses 
in the model. This then would provide a more holistic analysis of the case and its out-
comes. In addition, the use of the Multiple Lens View Model would produce further 
insight into the values and perspectives of the charity as a whole and, therefore, how lea-
dership, policy and practice could be further improved. This would be the final round 
where the ALS was fully facilitated by the university academic, as the team was going 
to take over the facilitation in order to be able to use ALS effectively across the charity 
and a range of issues beyond safeguarding. One of the outcomes would be to reflect 
on action learning that had taken place and move into critical action learning for 
longer term development.

This time the case revolved around an older client who had made a disclosure about 
experiencing abuse from a care worker. In presenting the case P3 stated that the client 
and another client with whom they lived in supported provision ‘were pretty active in 
their own way’ (P3). However, the client did not have good verbal communication skills 
and had periodically responded negatively to care workers for no discernible reason, 
including a previous complaint about abuse. It was stated that care workers had tried 
to work around his anxieties and how he worries about who’s coming on (P3) duty. The sug-
gestion was that the care workers had adopted an approach that met the client’s needs 
initially, finding ways for them to prepare for the particular member of staff providing 
their care through sharing timetables for example. However, over time the care 
workers had moved into a position of pacifying the client and accepting the client’s 
behaviour without challenging the client’s misconceptions about maltreatment. Ulti-
mately, after an investigation, the care workers and P3 concluded that the incident the 
client had reported had not taken place.

P3 was using the regulatory lens of a manager initially when presenting the case, as P3 
had been new to the role at the time and wanted to reassure the team that protocol had 
been followed. However, the perspective of the client was not used  – this was challenged 
in the learning set as it appeared that P3 had made assumptions about the client’s 
capacity based on the client’s ability to answer some direct questions. This assumption 
led to P3 believing that the client had a full understanding of the investigation and its 
outcome. The notions of capacity and responsibility again emerged as they had done 
in the previous cases. Did the client have the capacity to make reasoned complaints or 
was he trying to express a different, maybe unmet, need in relation to feelings about 
their carers? Once the investigation had closed, there were no consequences for the 
client in terms of having to acknowledge any falsehood. P3 suggested that the upset 
for a staff member could have been much less or even avoided and the processes could 
have been in place following the previous allegation (P3). Whilst the regulatory lens had 
been very strong in this case initially, P3 began to evaluate the case through a charity 
lens that had been subliminal in the way the client’s lack of capacity had been 
assumed and their perspective potentially ignored. In this case, the historical acceptance 
that this was just what this client did (P3) resulted in the false allegation being dismissed 
without the findings being fully presented to the client, so accepting that this may 
happen again. Using a parental lens, P3 was indicating that – like parents – the situation 
had moved away from the client taking responsibility, which resulted in the client having 
a potentially inaccurate awareness of their culpability and expectations for interactions 
with care workers.
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ALS 3 demonstrated that the team was now able to recognise the innate lenses that 
they had been using in their initial reflections on the safeguarding cases. They were 
also able by this point to employ different lenses when analysing the roles of the 
different participants in the cases including themselves as leaders, the care workers, 
the clients and the clients’ families. For the charity, there were plans after ALS 3 for 
ongoing development using ALS with the team and then for the team to take this 
wider across the charity with their own teams. Potentially the approach would then be 
applied to the work of trustees to inform the strategic as well as operational leadership 
of the charity. The value of the action learning set approach was that, although the 
cases referred to a specific location within the charity, the learning that emerged was 
applicable across the institution.

Discussion

Potential

You will need to coach someone through that moment of discomfort or that moment of vul-
nerability, because it is only by going through those that you can create change (P2). This 
statement in the third round of ALS demonstrated that P2 had understood the 
purpose of the ALS in the team’s development. The team needed to recognise emotion 
when it impacted on decision-making, but more profoundly, to address the fact that 
there may be other, more successful and appropriate ways to lead the organisation, 
whether that be in terms of safeguarding or wider issues. P1 stated that our safeguarding 
of individuals, sometimes leaves them more vulnerable, to continue to put themselves at risk 
(P1). This thread has run through the action learning sets and was explored further in the 
analysis of outcomes.

By undertaking the ALS process, the team had recognised that perspectives on safe-
guarding adults with learning and physical disabilities had needed evaluation and the 
action learning sets had been used to analyse issues with responses to policy and practice. 
In the team’s desire to be caring it had allowed situations to arise that had presented 
issues in relation to capacity, care and consequences. It was apparent that the team 
was comfortable identifying capacity within the clients, but once the client had received 
a label of having capacity, the team was less sure about how far to offer care and support 
and how far independent decision-making by clients should also include consequences 
for the clients’ decisions. There were also issues with accurately evaluating the client’s per-
spective. This led to discussion around the rights of those involved. The client has the 
right to be heard and have their needs met. The members of staff have the right to a 
safe working environment and fair treatment. In all three cases presented, the balance 
of rights and responsibilities had caused questions to be asked. The value of the action 
learning sets was that the presenters were being open to critique from the rest of the 
team and were prepared to examine their motivation for the leadership actions taken. 
Going forward, recognising the importance of voice in all levels of the charity and the 
need for reflective practice more generally would help develop an acceptance of continu-
ous improvement beyond just safeguarding practice.

The most significant element of the ALS in informing this potential for continuous 
improvement had been the way in which the facilitator had challenged the team to 
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identify their own lenses and those of their staff and clients and the impact of these on 
people’s actions. Using the Multiple Lens View Model had challenged the assumptions 
being made by the presenters and any staff in the case and helped the team recognise 
any potential complacency about practice. At the end of ALS 1 the team had recognised 
that clients were viewed through different lenses and that this influenced the decisions 
being made, even to the point of staff ignoring charity policy and allowing clients to 
avoid consequences when the client had been judged as having capacity. At the end 
of ALS 3, the team discussed how the charity could take ALS approach further. The 
team agreed that the approach had value in extending leadership decision-making 
beyond safeguarding practices and in helping all charity staff evaluate policy and practice 
in the range of settings. The Multiple Lens View Model would be facilitated further 
through materials developed by the academic facilitator to act as a conceptual framework 
for questioning and analysis. This would also be developed further to use with different 
institutions to facilitate their own development.

At the end of ALS 3 the academic researcher presented an analysis of the language and 
experiences of the action learning sets from throughout the process, including the evalu-
ation of the interviews with the presenters. This additional layer of critical action learning 
‘argues for the need to deconstruct the discourse of policy and practice’ (Monder and 
Trehan 2009, 306). So, although initially the ALS was insufficiently challenging, this had 
gradually changed. The roles of leaders, staff members, clients and families had all 
been examined in the sessions and it had become evident that the team was more 
able to use the ALS as a reflective and penetrative tool. The next step was for the team 
to facilitate action learning sets in their individual workplaces so that the charity staff 
can challenge charity wide issues in a non-hierarchical fashion. By implementing a 
more bottom up, democratic approach to charity organisation, policy development and 
practices with clients and families, a more consistent approach would be possible. It 
had taken the team some time to feel comfortable talking truth to power, so if this 
approach was going to be rolled out to other layers of the institution, the team had to 
be able to facilitate the ALS independently. The facilitator is working with them to use 
the conceptual framework of the Multiple Lens View Model and the fishbowl technique 
for action learning sets to support this process. The response to the evaluation of the 
use of action learning demonstrated that any initial concern had been overcome and 
the team were keen to continue the journey as a leadership team but, also, with the 
wider charity workforce. As P2 stated 

Naturally, and I know that I’ve been pre warned … don’t take it as a criticism. But you do try to 
naturally defend what you’ve already done … But when you think about it, in hindsight, and 
when I was explaining it to the manager of the service … you know, the experience, and the 
feedback that we got. Actually, it was really helpful. (P2)

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Notes on contributors

Sue Shippen is a senior lecturer in Early Childhood Studies at York St John University and a fellow of 
the higher education academy. Her teaching and research include children family and 

12 S. TRUSSLER ET AL.



organisational, safeguarding development using action learning sets. She holds the National Pro-
fessional qualification for integrated centre leadership (NPQICL).

Sarah Trussler is a senior lecturer in Education at York St John University and senior fellow of the 
Higher Education Academy. Sarah has worked for over 30 years in primary and higher education. 
Her teaching and research interests include safeguarding; Early Years education; disability and 
mental health. Sarah also works with charities on their leadership and safeguarding development 
and is safeguarding trustee for a York based charity.

Paul McCay is CEO of The Wilf Ward Family Trust, a Yorkshire charity supporting individuals with 
learning disabilities and profound needs. He has held leadership positions in older persons services, 
housing and local authorities. He is currently undertaking a PhD at Northumbria University explor-
ing how institutional logics affects the social contract held with the health and social care workforce.

References

Care Act. 2014. Accessed February 24, 2024. www.legislation.gov.uk.
Clifton, L., and P. Gentle. 2015. “The Genie in the Learning Organisation? The Experience of Using 

Multi-Level Action Learning at the Leadership Foundation.” International Journal of Public 
Leadership 11 (2): 66–76. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPL-01-2015-0004.

Coghlan, D., and C. Rigg. 2021. “Writing an Account of Practice as a Process of Theorising in Action 
Learning.” Action Learning: Research and Practice 18 (3): 250–256. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
14767333.2021.1973958.

Mental Capacity Act. 2005. Accessed February 24, 2024. www.legislation.gov.uk.
Miller, R. L., and J. J. Benz. 2008. “Techniques for Encouraging Peer Collaboration: Online Threaded 

Discussion or Fishbowl Interaction.” Journal of Instructional Psychology 35 (1): 87–94.
Monder, R., and K. Trehan. 2009. “Critical by Design: Enacting Critical Action Learning in a Small 

Business Context.” Action Learning: Research and Practice 6 (3): 305–318. https://doi.org/10. 
1080/14767330903301807.

Revans, R. W. 1982. “What is Action Learning?” Journal of Management Development 11 (3): 64–75. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/eb051529.

ACTION LEARNING: RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 13

http://www.legislation.gov.uk
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPL-01-2015-0004
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767333.2021.1973958
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767333.2021.1973958
http://www.legislation.gov.uk
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767330903301807
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767330903301807
https://doi.org/10.1108/eb051529

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Purpose – a systemic change in the handling of safeguarding by charity leaders – from reactive to preventative

	Method
	Process – the fishbowl technique

	Results
	Impact

	Discussion
	Potential

	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	References

